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Introduction
The project that consists of Sinicising the social sciences (zhongguohuade shehui kexue 中国化的社会科学), in particular sociology, has beena recurring theme for almost a century. Indeed, since the introduction
of the social sciences in the late nineteenth century, certain Chinese intel-
lectuals have wanted to “transform Chinese society in order to ‘save the
country’ and build a modern nation in the face of the threat from western
powers” (Merle 2007: 31). From then on, they have never ceased to question
the validity of the methods and approaches developed in so-called “West-
ern” fields. The famous work by Fei Xiaotong 费孝通, From the Soil (xiangtu
zhongguo 乡土中国), published in 1948, sets itself the objective of identi-
fying the ideal-typical characteristics of China through a systematic com-
parison with a supposedly “modern” and “urban” West as early as 1932.
Sociologist Sun Benwen 孙本文 had already formulated the idea of creating
a Sinicised social science. He wrote that (Li and Cao 2013: 3): 
Using methods imported from the United States and Europe and
taking as a starting-point the theoretical minutiae of European and
American scientists to develop a specifically Chinese ideology and
societal system, then following this with a practical analysis based
on the realities of the entire country and combining it all to establish
a Sinicised sociology, is a task that is urgently needed.
Since this statement was published, many debates have been held on the
subject, in particular in the 1980s and 90s, when Chinese historians, sociol-
ogists, and anthropologists were able to expand theoretical and method-
ological horizons that since 1957 had been limited to those of Marxism
(Wang 2017: 15). Moreover, these debates, which have taken many a con-
ceptual turn (localisation, Sinicisation, de-Westernisation, and post-West-
ernisation), are not specific to China but are reminiscent of those held on
the study of so-called post-colonial societies. Indeed, in the opinion of cer-
tain authors citing the route traced by Saïd (2003), the “Sinicisation of the
Chinese social sciences” and even the birth of a “post-Western sociology”
would be justified by the fact that Chinese social science researchers are
considered to have suffered an “epistemic injustice” (Roulleau-Berger
2016). (1) Moreover, to paraphrase Jean-François Bayart, the debate on the
Sinicisation of the social sciences has become an “academic carnival” (Ba-
yart 2010) in the sense that it has given rise to the adoption of contradic-
tory and disorganised positions. 
For example, Sun Benwen 孙本文 advocated using methods developed in
Europe and the United States whilst others such as Shi Ying 石英 (2) defended
the idea that the heuristic value of these methods was weak when applied
to China. More specifically, Shi Ying claimed that “French and American so-
ciology” (3) traditionally favoured quantitative methods whose use was es-
pecially limited in China (Shi 2013: 102-3). Since I remain unconvinced by
the idea that Emile Durkheim (given as an example by Shi Ying) persistently
used a quantitative method in his studies on the elementary forms of reli-
gious life (Durkheim 2013a) or on the division of labour in society
(Durkheim 2013b), and have not observed that the sociologists of the
Chicago School (Chapoulie 2001) actually fell into a quantitative bias, this
article intends to revisit the supposedly national specificities of the analyt-
ical methods used in the social sciences. 
More precisely, I will examine the extent to which the methods used by
social science researchers in their efforts to understand contemporary Chi-
nese society in terms of social history and the sociology of the state are
different from and/or resemble those used in the study of other societies.
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1. The use of the conditional here is appropriate to the extent that as in the case of “post-colonial
studies,” the question of “epistemic injustice” has been called into question. The latest critique to
date has been published in the review Theory, Culture and Society, https://www.theorycultureso-
ciety.org/review-of-laurence-roulleau-berger-post-western-revolution-in-sociology/ (accessed on
21 August 2018).
2. Shi Ying is deputy director of the Shaanxi Academy of Social Sciences.
3. I am using the terms “French and American sociology” here in order to reproduce the author’s
style more accurately. I would like to apologise and absolve myself from this inappropriate ob-
jectification. 
China pe rspect i vesSpecial feature
What If Social Science Methods
Had No Homeland?
Detour via a Sociohistory of the Chinese State through Its Archives
AURÉLIEN BOUCHER
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Indeed, if we accept the postulate that the social sciences, whether Sini-
cised or not, are based on the production of assertions concerning the social
world produced by means of a theoretical grid of intelligibility, empirical
observations, and rational arguments converging towards a thesis (Passeron
1991: 35), then analytical methods constitute a subject of study that allows
us to understand the possible need for the “de-Westernisation” (Roulleau-
Berger 2011) of social sciences. Since I cannot, in just one article, deal with
the question of concepts, discursive rationality, and methods, I hereby pro-
pose to question the heuristic value of a Chinese reconstruction of the social
sciences based on the particular case of the methods used to analyse the
archives of the government and Party in mainland China. In other words,
my article aims to discuss the extent to which the methods used to under-
stand Chinese society through a study of its archives are sufficiently
“unique” to justify the Sinicisation of the social sciences and the rejection
of methods used elsewhere.
In the present case, therefore, it will be a question of listing and
analysing the logical procedures by which social science researchers, in
their study of the state in contemporary China, transform the textual con-
tent of official documents into scientific assertions, and at the same time
to ask ourselves whether or not these procedures are to be found in other
fields. 
To do so, I will analyse a set of research papers that deal with public poli-
cies and cover a relatively wide range of subjects ranging from the Great
Famine (Dikötter 2010; Yang 2012) to the provincial purges of 1956 (Forster
1999; Teiwes 1966). To a lesser extent, I will use my own research work on
reforms in the management of the sporting elites (Boucher 2017). This
choice, which is necessarily arbitrary and incomplete if we accept the epis-
temological postulate that the social sciences researcher cannot cover all
the social facts and points of view of those concerned, has been guided by
two constraints: firstly, my limited knowledge of the work of the increasing
number of colleagues using the government and Party “archives” in their
work on the sociology of the state (Kraus 2016), and secondly, the limited
number of publications analysed —too few according to Jean-Luc Domen-
ach (2004: 87)—in which the researchers have revealed their analytical
methods, doubts, hesitations, and limits. 
By taking this limited body of work as our starting point, yet including re-
searchers from different geographical horizons, I intend to demonstrate that
archive practices in the “contemporary China field” possess several specific
nuances in the sense that certain methods are used to a greater or lesser
extent than others but that these methods can also be found elsewhere. 
To do this, this article has been organised into three sections. In the first,
I will reveal the tactics used in China to escape the trap of “State ethno-
centrism” (Spire 2006), that is to say, the methods used in order not to pro-
duce a narrative limited to a reproduction of pensée d’État (Bourdieu 1994:
101). This section will support the idea that these methods are useful for a
study of all forms of bureaucracy as understood by Max Weber. Secondly, I
will analyse how “playing with scale,” that is to say, the comparison of local
archives with national directives, has allowed us to refine our understanding
of power structures in a totalitarian society in China and in the USSR. The
final section aims to show that the tendency of Sinologists to analyse se-
mantic conflicts in order to present the official ideology as an indicator of
conflicts between factions existed at an earlier stage in studies on the USSR
when researchers came up against the same problem of access to the
archives, and therefore does not constitute a “Chinese particularity” (Zhong-
guo tese 中国特色).
By means of this analysis, I would ultimately like to put an end to a false
debate, certainly more ideological than productive, by demonstrating that
the methods developed or refined by any given researcher are simply in-
tended to be reused anywhere they may favour the emergence of a scien-
tifically justified assertion and do not depend on “national identity.”
A debate in the field of social sciences
Certain epistemological considerations lead us to situate this de-
bate in a wider context than that of sociology alone and to extend
the discussion to the social sciences as a whole. Like Passeron, I think
that history, sociology, and anthropology are situated in the same
logical area, that is to say, obeying the same “set of constraints that
define the meaning of what the fact of an assertion being true or
false signifies” (Passeron 1991: 617). 
Contrary to the logico-mathematical sciences, for which abstract
reasoning is sufficient in itself, and contrary to the physico-experi-
mental sciences that seek to model natural phenomena, often at a
price of approximations, where the social sciences are concerned,
whether it be a question of history, sociology, anthropology, or even
economics, it is scarcely possible to “prove” a thesis without recourse
to empirical observations. Another particularity of the social sciences
lies in the fact that it is not possible to define a “social law” based
on the reproduction of an experiment where a single parameter has
been isolated, as a chemist or physicist might do in the laboratory. 
Social science researchers must therefore base their reasoning on
cases for which they have analysed the historic circumstances and
compared relevant features, whereas the physicist or mathematician
does not have to worry about temporal aspects and the degree to
which assertions are generalities (or to a lesser extent once the frame
of reference has been defined). The fact that history, sociology, and
anthropology belong to the same assertoric space has nonetheless
several advantages: what is true in one branch of the social sciences
must be validated in another and perhaps invalidated in another, to
the extent that all these “branches” share (and use to a greater or
lesser extent) their methods, discursive rationalities, and paradigms. 
As a result, this present study of the methods used in the analysis
of the archives calls for a “social sciences” generalisation that is in-
dependent of the disciplinary field of the researchers and research
under study. Moreover, certain of the latter may well be socio-his-
torians or historians constructing their assertions with the help of
concepts issuing from “sociologists” or “political science” specialists.
Tactics to escape the trap of state
ethnocentricity
The social science researcher, whether a specialist in migration, agri-
cultural, cultural, educational, or sports policy, historian or sociologist,
tends, when dealing with a “modern state” (Genet 1997), to under-
stand public policy through the laws, directives, debates between po-
litical leaders, internal reports, and circulars issued by the various
government departments. These archives, which often cannot be con-
sulted before a certain time has elapsed and sometimes bear the “state
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secret” seal (Laurent 2003), are virtually essential for the study of cer-
tain subjects.
This tendency to rely on state archives (or those of the party-state) is all
the more marked when the state is defined as an institution that aims to
have a “legitimate monopoly over physical and symbolic violence” (Bour-
dieu 2012: 14). Seen in this light, the state can only exist if a “constituted
authority” sets out to implement, measure, evaluate, and record the extent
to which “the cosmos of abstract rules” (Weber 1995: 294) established by
political leaders tends to transform social affairs. As soon as a more or less
coordinated action by agents of the state and acting in the name of the
state takes place, it will always be accompanied, in a modern state, by the
production of rules, barometers, standards, and reports intended to ensure
the rationalisation, and consequently the success, of the public policy in
question.
Whether we find ourselves in a “totalitarian” situation where, as Hannah
Arendt has underlined, the selection of party-state agents depends on their
loyalty to the regime (Arendt 1985: 323), or in a modern democracy similar
to the “pure type of legal domination” (Weber 1995: 294-301), we will al-
ways find groups organised in the name of the state (or party-state) not
only to exercise their authority over the living, but also to count the dead.
So whether we are seeking to establish the effect of the one-child policy
on the birth rate (Attané 2011), the Great Leap Forward on mortality (Cao
2005), or that of the act legalising abortion in France (Bajos, Moreau, Leri-
don, and Ferrand 2004), it would seem difficult to proceed without con-
sulting the archives. 
In every case, the researcher will inevitably face varying degrees of preci-
sion in the data produced by the state department. Estimations are all the
more difficult, since all the data is “sensitive” and has been gathered by civil
servants who have been trained to a greater or lesser degree in the collec-
tion and compilation of data (Ghosh 2014). Notwithstanding the imper-
fections of this data, it would be impossible to ignore it. Even where there
exist associations in civil society or international organisations such as the
World Health Organisation that are able to offer alternative points of view,
state data, which is based like any other data on arbitrary categories and
constructions, cannot be ignored. 
Whenever we deal with state data we run the risk of being locked into
“state ethnocentrism.” Indeed, as Pierre Bourdieu reminds us, it is sometimes
difficult to extricate ourselves from the categories of perception and clas-
sification that the state imparts through use of its monopoly over legitimate
symbolic violence (Bourdieu 2012: 14). In the case of China, certain re-
searchers have clearly had difficulty extricating themselves from categories
such as “new China” (xin Zhongguo 新中国), “three years of natural disas-
ters” (sannian ziran zaihai 三 年 自 然 灾 害 ), and “unnatural deaths” (fei
zhengchang siwang 非正常死亡), and substituting more stenographic cat-
egories as understood by Passeron (2006: 113)—that is to say, better able
to describe the social organisation, period, or phenomenon under observa-
tion. Breaking free from state ethnocentrism also consists in not having
blind confidence in public statistics, but in “deconstructing” them histori-
cally, that is to say, revealing the political stakes and bureaucratic action
that shaped them. In other words, such a rupture necessarily involves a “con-
structivist” approach that has nothing to do with the subject or state under
study. More precisely, it is an imperative each time it is impossible to reduce
the bureaucratic field to a Hegelian vision that reifies the field as a “universe
in which the social agents have no personal interest and sacrifice their own
interests to the public, public service, and the universal” (Bourdieu 1994:
161). In this type of approach, the work may also consist of understanding
state data by carrying out a socio-analysis of its producers (how the latter
are selected, promoted, and punished), who by their own values and/or in-
terests are likely to influence the way in which public data is constituted.
In the case of an analysis of the archives of the People’s Republic of China,
the need to deconstruct the official discourse is all the more evident since
all the historian has at his disposal is government and Party data, the direct
or indirect access to which remains relatively unpredictable (Thøgersen
2006: 190). Indeed, in the case of the study of the Great Famine, although
the use of oral memory allows it to be put into narrative form more effec-
tively, given the size of the country and the variety of local situations, it is
of no help in estimating the number of victims. A second difficulty, also
found in the study of the great famines in the USSR and Ukraine (Davis
2009), is that no organisation independent of the power of the party-state
was able to carry out a methodical census on a national scale. Lastly, the
historian must deal with archives that are not easily accessible and have
not been sorted, preserved, and made available in a homogeneous fashion
(Moss 1982; Moseley 1987) within a well-defined, rational, and legal frame-
work (Boucher 2017: 143).
There is no doubt that these oft-mentioned problems exist, yet rare are
the archive extracts concerning “materials from the history of the Party”
(dangshi ziliao 党史资料), “documents on culture and history” (wenshi ziliao
文史资料), or memoires of former leaders, where social sciences researchers,
irrespective of country, have given us a glimpse into the logical operations
by which they transformed the semantic content of a document into a sci-
entific assertion. 
The Great Famine is one of the rare subjects for which historians more or
less systematically endeavoured to question the way in which the archives
had been compiled and the accounting statements contained in govern-
ment and party documents. The irony of this situation lies in the fact that
the methods and precautions taken by the researchers were debated and
discussed far more when they realised the difficulties inherent in the esti-
mates (Yang 2013; Dikötter 2010; Cao 2005: 2-9). Their postulates and an-
alytical methods were also more detailed when they were faced with
opinions such as those of Sun Jingsheng 孙经生 (2011) that went so far as
to deny the political (and therefore unnatural) character of the deaths. These
debates also revealed tactics that would only have been divulged very par-
tially in other circumstances. 
In order to give an account of the sensitive and uncertain nature of the
level of cereal production during the Great Leap Forward, Frank Dikötter
used the tactic of comparing the data compiled by the Grain Office with
that of the statistics, concluding that “if the leaders were themselves lost
in a morass of statistical invention, it seems unlikely that we can magically
extract the numerical truth from a single document in the Party archives”
(Dikötter 2010: 130). In making this comparison, Dikötter has revealed a
stratagem that consists of comparing the assessments of a social phe-
nomenon made by rival institutions.
This stratagem was not, moreover, restricted to Frank Dikötter. Yang Jisheng
杨继绳, another specialist of the Great Famine, proceeded, like his Dutch col-
league, to carry out a detailed review of the existing estimates and their
sources. From the same critical angle, he compared the data from the Na-
tional Bureau of Statistics, which were themselves transmitted by the Na-
tional Security Bureau, with the figures published at the provincial level.
This tactic, particularly useful in his case for assessing the extent of sta-
tistical invention, scarcely allows the order of magnitude to be stated to
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any significant degree. Moreover, it is only applicable to this case to the ex-
tent that the subject under study was “scrutinised” by agents sufficiently
independent from each another and relatively ignorant of each other’s prac-
tices. Indeed, in other circumstances, it is always possible that civil servants
attached to separate entities reach agreement on the nature of their diag-
nosis with the aim of producing a result acceptable to all, that is to say,
protecting the interests (even the life) of all the protagonists. In certain
cases, it is also possible that one administrative department alone has pre-
served the trace of an “event” such as the results of a local sporting com-
petition. Therefore, a comparison of public statistics issued by different
administrative levels and authorities, which in certain cases would enable
the extent of statistical invention to be traced, is not always fruitful. 
It is a fair bet that in the case of so-called “socialist” societies, there is
probably less chance that a comparison of published public data by different
authorities proves unequivocal. Indeed, the duplication of government in-
stitutions with institutions linked to the Party, commissions (weiyuanhui
委员会) responsible for administrative work, and multiple bureaux (ju 局)
means that one servant of the party-state’s field of action often encroaches
on that of another. This type configuration that Hannah Arendt identifies
as one of the characteristic traits of totalitarian systems (Arendt 1985: 413)
works, in a sense, in favour of the researchers. 
To continue with the case of the Great Famine, many debates focus on
the question of the number of deaths, which shows that in mainland China,
as in the USSR, an impossible compromise existed between statistics and
revolution (Mespoulet 2001, 2003, 2008). Although almost all researchers
have relative confidence in the “figures” published in the local and national
archives, their conclusions still vary as to the magnitude of the disaster.
Whilst Frank Dikötter, quoting Chen Yizi 陈一咨, cites a minimum of 45 mil-
lion premature deaths caused by mandatory collectivisation (Dikötter 2010:
325), the most fervent defenders of Mao’s heritage, such as Li Shenming,
cite only 2.5 million deaths, of which only a minority were due to the famine
(Yang 2013: 75). For his part, Yang Jisheng prefers to refer to the assertions
of Wang Weizhi 王维志 (Yang 2012: Chapter 11), who was able to carry out
inspections in the provinces in the early 1960s for the Ministry of Public
Security before drawing up his own estimates. To the 33 to 35 million “un-
natural deaths” reported by Wang Weizhi, Yang Jisheng, like Cao Shuji 曹树
基 (Cao 2005: 7), adds the “unnatural deaths” from the years 1958 and
1962 (Yang 2012: Chapter 11), thereby once again escaping the trap of state
ethnocentrism that limits the Great Famine to an “official” period of three
years even though local circumstances affected the length and extent of
the phenomenon. 
Whatever estimates were put forward, the debates, which were some-
times stormy, at least had the advantage of forcing the researchers into
more detailed justification (Yang 2013: 75-81). The first section of Cao
Shuji’s book, entitled Documents and Methods, like the articles on the sub-
ject published in the journalYanhuang chunqiu 炎黄春秋 before it was taken
over by the political authorities, contains many fertile analytical consider-
ations that could be used in the study of other subjects. For example, the
article by Chun Shihua 淳世华 (Chun 2014: 30-8), based on the study of
Pengshui county, reveals particularly well how cadres in the People’s Com-
munes invented sub-categories of “unnatural deaths” in order to minimise
the number of deaths due to the Famine. In Pengshui, where the death rate,
according to the same sources, fell from 11.77% in 1955-1957 to 9.18% in
1961, up to 85% of unnatural deaths were attributed to pulmonary em-
bolism, although this condition was closely linked to the alimentary and
sanitary situation. In addition, Chun Shihua, who himself lived through this
period, notes that many older people who died of hunger were placed in
the “died of old age” category. Although this aspect did not escape other
historians (Dikötter 2010: 274), it was reproduced in this article in great de-
tail thanks to the cross-referencing of reports on individual cases, macro-
scopic enumeration, and by placing the number of deaths and their causes
in a historic perspective. Lastly, Chun Shihua was in a better position to de-
construct these categories because he had himself been present at the
events. His deconstruction of the state’s categories was therefore based on
what the French sociologist Gildas Loirand called the “a posteriori sociolo-
gisation of an indigenous experience” (Loirand 2006: 629). In other words,
Chun Shihua marshalled his own memories dating from a time when he ig-
nored socio-historical research, in order to assess the veracity of official ac-
counts. 
The need to play with scale
Therefore, studies on the Great Famine are also a good example of the
need to vary the point of focus and of the necessity for a comparison of
national and local data and individual memories. 
As May Bo Ching points out, from the late 1980s onwards, “playing with
scale,” as the historian Jacques Revel (1996) calls it, became common
amongst Chinese historians. Like other members of the community of his-
torians, Chinese researchers realised that a local approach “allowed them
to measure the impact of the State at local level more accurately” (Ching
2017: 32).
“Playing with scale,” which is not specific to China, seems to have been
particularly productive in the study of so-called “socialist” societies, notably
since it permits a more nuanced account of the role of ideology and the
exercise of violence in producing obedience, and in particular, reveals the
initiatives of local cadres that sometimes limited the scope of political cam-
paigns and brought to light, at a risk to their own lives, statistics that were
not consistent with the Plan. In other words, it would seem that, as with
studies on the formerly socialist countries of Eastern Europe, Sinologists,
independent of their nationality, have gradually refined the theoretical in-
telligibility framework of totalitarianism that was challenged in particular
by Kershaw (Kershaw and Moshe 1997) through recourse to the archives
and traditional methods of social history (Preziosio 2008: 21).
Like their opposite numbers working on East Germany, Sinologists have
been led to take “peripheral power” (Rowell 2002: 102) into greater con-
sideration. Although Hannah Arendt’s observation that totalitarian systems
are based on a two-tier system assured by the “political movement” and
an administration that is subject to it has not been challenged, China spe-
cialists are no longer satisfied with seeing the members of the Party as a
“transmission belt” between the supreme leader and the masses, whose
obedience is guaranteed by the shapelessness in the political regime, igno-
rance of the labyrinthine circuits of transmission, and fear of charivaris
(Arendt 1985: 408-9). Gaining access to the local archives (districts, mu-
nicipalities, provinces) of the Party and government has enabled researchers
to take a fresh look at centre-peripheral relations, highlighting the work of
presenting policies issued from the centre.
Keith Forster’s work on the provincial purges of 1957-1958 provides an
excellent example of how a local approach using archives enables the re-
searcher to refine, or even invalidate. This is a textbook case where, as the
author himself claims, new empirical materials lead the researcher to review
14 c h i n a  p e r s p e c t i v e s •  N o . 2 0 1 8 / 4
Special feature
theories constructed from a “top-down” approach, that is to say solely from
an analysis of declarations made by central authorities and other extracts
from the press that reached Hong Kong. In the case of the 1957-1958
purges, Frederick Teiwes’s work, which previously represented a benchmark,
presented the 1957 purges as “a means of forming loyal local branches (of
the Party) to lead the Great Leap Forward” (Teiwes 1966: 32). Keith Forster’s
study, based on more varied data, namely the internal archives of the Party
and biographies of the main players in the purges, led to a quite different
version. More precisely, in the case of Zhejiang, it showed that “the provin-
cial purge was not so much a preventive measure although it contained
several elements of this, but rather the result of an explosion of accumu-
lated tensions” between cadres from the local area at the head of the Party,
and those faithful to a protégé of Tan Zhenlin 谭震林 (4) (Forster 1999: loc
5005). The study demonstrates that political campaigns, even during the
Mao years, cannot be seen solely as the product of a totalitarian system
where regular purges were the only means of keeping the “movement” alive
and ensuring continuing loyalty to the supreme leader. 
It is quite remarkable to note that by following a similar method, the heirs
of Moshe Lewin and Sheila Fitzpatrick arrived at relatively similar conclu-
sions on the subject of the great purges in the USSR (Mc Dermott 2004: 6).
Although the conclusions of Sovietologists such as Getty who are consid-
ered “revisionist” do not question the importance of the role played by
Stalin in triggering the purges, they also see them as the extension of “struc-
tural and factionist conflicts within the Party machine” (Getty 1985: 7).
Playing with scale based on archival data therefore offers an alternative vi-
sion to the explanation of psychological disturbances suffered by the
supreme leader and the “totalinarianizing pretentions of the totalitarian
paradigm” (Fitzpatrick 1986: 58). This new approach therefore provides a
better explanation of variations in the magnitude of the purges at local level
and of the more or less active mechanisms of support for central policies
on the part of local cadres. As such, this approach, and the methods resulting
from it, cannot be seen as having a use that is specific to China or being of
Chinese origin, but rather as particularly appropriate tools for a researcher
who wishes to study a public policy intended to have a universal application
through the intermediary of a segmented bureaucratic organisation whose
members have vested interests. 
Analysing political conflicts through
semantic conflicts 
Up until now, our analysis of methods of interpreting government and
Party archives has relied mainly on research subjects for which it has been
possible to “exhume” a relatively extensive mass of documents from the
archives. For example, in a country where the migration of populations was
strictly controlled, it was relatively easy for the regime to produce a large
amount of data on the population at every administrative level. Conse-
quently, the volume of useful documentation in a study of the Great Famine
is potentially large (Ma and Xing 2008: 372-85). 
On the other hand, for the study of subjects such as sport, especially be-
fore the relative opening up of the documentary resources of the contem-
porary period, social science researchers do not always have a meaningful
volume of documentation at their disposal. Moreover, certain events such
as the Cultural Revolution possess the dual inconvenience of being still very
sensitive and of having led to the destruction of a great number of docu-
ments, and even of the authorities responsible for preserving them. For this
type of subject, access to primary sources is from the outset far more del-
icate, or even impossible. Even Yang Jisheng, who had access to many first-
hand documents when writing his work on the Great Famine, was obliged
to rely more on secondary source documents borrowed from the official
historiography to write his work on the Cultural Revolution (Yang 2016).
This propensity to use secondary source archives is therefore not restricted
to the author. In the present case, it would seem to be linked to the subject
under study. Therefore, whether the researcher is working on China or on
another geographical area, whether he/she is Chinese or not, certain sub-
jects such as “political campaigns” lead to confirmation of the saying that
“the field dictates its own law” (Beaud and Weber 2003: 56); that is to say,
it imposes on the researcher methods and detours, stages necessary to the
scientific construction of the subject. Indeed, the tactics used to get the
best out of the rare archives available very often remain the same whether
the author is a retired member of the Xinhua News Agency (Yang Jisheng),
a specialist in twentieth century China teaching at Harvard (MacFarquhar),
or a career diplomat posted in China during the Cultural Revolution (Simon
Leys). In all three cases, the absence of access to debates, minutes of meet-
ings, notes, private diaries, and other diaries by close collaborators of the
leaders cannot be replaced. The researcher is condemned to rely on an in-
depth reading of declarations, circulars, and other propaganda, and then to
detect in the semantic conflicts and other allegories (MacFarquhar and
Schoenhals 2006: loc 628) traces of power struggles that can also be veri-
fied through the eviction of Comrade So-and-So from the benches of an
official tribune.
For example, Roderick MacFarquhar traces the intention of Mao Zedong
to trigger the purge of Liu Shaoqi 刘少奇 and Deng Xiaoping 邓小平 back
to the dissent that arose during the meeting on socialist education held at
the end of 1964 (Mao was initially excluded from the conference). To defend
his argument, he maintains that the directive stating that “amongst [the
leaders] at the highest levels, there are some people in the communes, dis-
tricts, counties [xian 县], special districts, and even in the work of provincial
and Central Committee departments, who oppose socialism” (MacFarquhar
and Schoenhals 2006: loc 244), displays the premises of the purge to come,
and that this was linked to critiques of collectivisation. 
Using a similar approach, Simon Leys, in The Chairman’s New Clothes,
clearly explains the type of methodological postulates on which he based
his analysis of the libretto for the opera Hai Rui Dismissed from Office as
being a plea for the rehabilitation of Peng Dehuai 彭德懷 and an attack
against “the person and style of Mao.” He mentions the fact that this “re-
course to historic apologia to criticise the present is a Chinese tradition as
old as historiography itself. Commentators in ancient China were already
interpreting the Annals of Spring and Autumn, attributed to Confucius, as a
coded language, each word of which hid scathing judgements of moral pol-
itics (…)” (Leys 1998: 33). 
Although we may doubt, in referring to the manner in which the Greeks
used their myths to settle their political quarrels (Veyne 1983: 89-104), that
this is a procedure unique to Chinese civilisation, the case of Hai Rui Dis-
missed from Office raises the question of forms of criticism under a regime
of “real socialism” (Lew 2002). To the extent that any “deviant” line (or “de-
viationist” to use the accepted term) constitutes a threat to the charismatic
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4. Tan Zhenlin was a senior cadre in the Party, member of the Seventh Central Committee and deputy
secretary general of the Central Committee from 1954 (Zhonggong Zhongyang fu mishuzhang
中共中央副秘书长). Above all, he was previously governor of Zhejiang, which explains the pres-
ence of his loyal followers in the ranks of the senior cadres of the province.
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authority of the chief, open criticism necessarily tends to be limited to per-
sonal interviews, telephone calls, or possibly to meetings within the inner
circles of power. In other words, the specific form of the political regime
limits from the outset the chances of finding an archive where the leaders
have not buried their divergent points of view under a thick blanket of
rhetoric, conscious of the dangerous nature of their criticism. Criticisms like
those that rained down on Peng Dehuai, the Hai Rui of Lushan, must also
be approached with caution, since once a “class enemy” has been identified,
it becomes particularly dangerous to diverge from the criticisms heaped
upon the unfortunate recipient. 
This is, in any case, a set of precautions that specialists in the archives of
the political policies of Eastern Europe learnt to take, as in the case of the
Czech writer Milan Kundera. The latter was forced to denounce an intelli-
gence officer named Miroslav Dvoracek who was working for the Americans,
since he knew that Dvoracek had already been denounced and that he
would be in great danger if he did not follow suit (Peto 2009: 276). For the
same reasons, “directives,” “announcements,” and “reports,” statements that
can be collected on less sensitive subjects, are generally very evasive and
impersonal. They scarcely allow, especially in a situation that turned a de-
cision into unanimous thought, retracing the divergent debates and opinions
emitted, and above all stifled, that existed before the administrative act was
made public. 
This approach, which tends to make discourse analysis a key to under-
standing political struggles, is therefore dependent on the conditions under
which the historian (non-affiliated to the Party) is working. The conditions
described and the methodological approach they lead to are nonetheless
not specific to the People’s Republic of China. Indeed, USSR specialists also
had recourse to this type of method, in particular before what they term
the “archive revolution” (Raleigh 2002; Kragh and Hedlund 2015).
In his pioneering work on the great USSR purges published in the 1970s,
Robert McNeal relies almost exclusively on the official decisions of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union in order to highlight the conflicts and
divergent points of view amongst those close to Stalin (McNeal 1971: 177-
85). Like Keith Forster, he also used local and national sources in order to
understand the logic of the purges. On the other hand, unlike Keith Forster,
he was able to consult a collection of documents from the regions on the
western periphery of the Eastern bloc (the Smolensk Archive), part of which
was already available for consultation in the 1980s. Like MacFarquhar (who
had worked on the origins of the Cultural Revolution), Robert McNeal un-
dertook an in-depth analysis of the content of the “letter of 13 May 1935,”
which marked the beginning of the purges. This letter, requiring the “verifi-
cation” of Party members’ cards, allowed him to show that in the initial
stages of the purges, the “targets” had certainly not yet been clearly iden-
tified (Getty 1985: 63), which seems very different from the Chinese case. 
The comparison between these two situations is therefore particularly in-
structive in that it shows that even when the methodology is relatively sim-
ilar, and used in the study of relatively comparable subjects, it can lead to
completely different conclusions. In applying virtually similar methods to
the subject of the “purges” in the USSR and China, we end up exemplifying
the “recidivist” thesis so dear to Lucien Bianco (2014), demonstrating that
the “purges” made necessary by the very nature of the two regimes followed
their own particular dynamics. 
Conclusion
Following this summary of the methods used to interpret government
and Party archives in mainland China, I hope to have demonstrated that
the methods of interpreting the archives of the People’s Republic of China
possess a few specific features due to the constraints of the Chinese con-
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5. Notably those of Fu Qifang, Jiang Yongning, and Rong Guotuan, all former players in the Chinese
table tennis team and trainers of the national team. 
Special feature
Difficulties in interpreting archives 
in the fieldwork of sport
I have personally been confronted with the impersonal nature of
the archives in my own fieldwork, notably when I sought to retrace
the development of policies relating to the training of sporting elites
at the beginning of the period dubbed “Reform and Opening.” I was
attempting to understand how the purges of the Cultural Revolution
had resulted in the setting up of a new “revolutionary sports com-
mission” whose motto was “friendship first, competition after,” and
how the transition to a policy, the aim of which was to make China
the leading Olympic power, operated. 
Since I am neither Chinese nor a member of the Chinese Commu-
nist Party, I was excluded from accessing the personal notes and bi-
ographical elements of senior leaders of the National Sports
Commission. In other words, like many other researchers working on
the history of the “First People’s Republic of China” but not sworn in
by the Party, I was not able to base my assertions on primary sources
in order to back up my hypotheses. Perhaps I could have… but I pre-
ferred not to naively attempt to try to procure them, since such a
request might be doomed to failure, and above all, a potential source
of trouble. 
The local archives to which I had access thanks to the generous
help of Chinese colleagues contained hardly any documents relating
to the period 1966-1968, which seemed the most “sensitive,” since
it was not spared its share of public denunciations and suicides. (5) In
the local archives of the sports commissions, I was unable to find a
document relating to the dismissal or replacement of a cadre, trainer,
or athlete. Like my predecessors, I was also led to concentrate on
the Party’s summary of local history and a thorough lexical analysis
of the available national directives. In an article published in Histoire
Sociale (Social History) (Boucher 2017), I explain how I compared
the archives of the various administrative levels in order to measure
the resistance encountered. 
However, that article did not mention another aspect of my re-
search, which was carried out using secondary sources, since my
analysis was also completed by the use of notes from meetings,
speeches, and other documents mentioned in the biographies of He
Long 贺龙 (Liu 2007), Rong Gaotang 荣高棠 (Li 2002), Wang Meng
(Wang 2008), Xu Yinsheng 徐寅生 (1995), Zhuang Zedong 庄则栋
(Guan 1986), and Rong Guotuan 容国团 (He 2009). 
I tried to contact the publishers and authors of some of these bi-
ographies in an effort to establish the conditions under which they
were produced (official commission, access to the archives?) in order
to be able to use these secondary sources more productively. It was
a laborious initiative and met with success in only one case: the bi-
ography of Rong Guotuan.
text, yet are nonetheless not substantially different from those used else-
where.
Whether we are considering the tactics used to deconstruct/reconstruct
public statistics and pensée d’État along post-Kantian “constructivist” lines,
in terms of the methods harnessed in order to understand “bureaucratic
stratagems,” or the paths followed to retrace the chain of political decision-
making, nothing would seem to require a specifically Chinese social science,
that is to say a discipline relying on methods of producing evidence and an
interpretive framework that are uniquely valid in China. With regard to the
analysis of the archives, the few recurring methods identified here (syn-
chronous and diachronic comparisons of the public statistics published by
separate institutions, sociohistory of the conditions under which state data
is produced, a posteriori sociologisation of indigenous experiences, playing
with scale, and the analysis of semantic conflict as disguised political con-
flict) possess nothing that is specific to mainland China and a fortiori to the
study of the famous “5,000 years of history of Chinese civilisation,” a prod-
uct of propaganda (Ge 2014).
In this article, I have paid special attention to putting into perspective the
methods used by USSR, East Germany, and mainland China specialists. In
all three cases, the dual party-state structure and the political regime con-
stitute traits that are relevant enough to justify the use of similar methods.
However, as I have pointed out, certain methods used with the aim of over-
coming the trap of “pensée d’État” have travelled beyond the frontiers of
socialist countries. More specifically, these methods procure an effect of
knowledge each time one encounters a bureaucracy constituted in order
to exercise a legal rational authority. From this perspective, I therefore con-
clude that a method is ultimately simply an instrument in the service of a
demonstration that is not intended to have a particular homeland. In other
words, this study of methods, fragmentary though it may be, encourages
us to defend the idea that in the social sciences, the validity of a method
can only gain legitimacy by reference to its heuristic or stenographic value
and is not ordained—or imagined—on the basis of its national identity. 
More broadly, therefore, this conclusion encourages us to doubt the idea
that the invention of a Sinicised social science, whatever its subject might be,
is sine qua non for the production of knowledge regarding Chinese society.
This postulate, which has a strong odour of nationalism about it, feigns to ig-
nore that Chinese and foreign researchers already share many concepts and
methods to the point where it sometimes becomes hazardous to determine
the “national identity” of the said methods or concepts (Boucher 2018). 
Moreover, the postulate of the need for a Sinicisation of the social sciences
represents an additional threat to the empowerment of the academic field
over its own purpose of “knowledge for knowledge’s sake” by introducing
nationality as a new standard of scientific legitimacy (in place of the heuris-
tic nature of the assertions produced). Although the term “threat” might
certainly seem excessive, we would like to mention the ravages caused by
French and German chauvinism in the development of the sciences at the
beginning of the twentieth century (Reinbothe 2010), and also how previous
attempts at the promotion of national sciences such as qigong (Palmer
2005: 166) failed.
As a counterweight to “nationalised” social sciences, I would therefore like
to imagine an academic field freed from national chauvinisms where re-
searchers can, freely and independently of their nationality and mother
tongue, suggest new methods that might be transposable to other subjects.
As this article suggests, relatively unexplored avenues still remain, such as
methods relating to the “a posteriori sociology of indigenous experience”
to which Chinese researchers such as Liu Xiaomeng 刘小萌, a specialist in
rusticated youth who was one himself, wish to make a contribution. 
It is not my intention here to defend the supposed “imperialism” of the
so-called “Western” sciences and even less to suggest that mainland China
can be studied in the same way as the Argonauts of the Western Pacific
(Malinowski 1989). I would simply like to advocate several additional pre-
cautions and wider epistemological, empirically-based discussions on the
subject of a debate on “Chinese social sciences,” which has been under-
mined for more than a century by nationalism, reifications such as “West”
and “China,” and/or by ambitious and in some respects performative dis-
course (Boatca 2012).
By using the tools and concepts of the social sciences to analyse the social
sciences as Pierre Bourdieu (1984), for example, suggested, researchers
would certainly have more elements at their disposal for separating epis-
temologically fertile thinking from “speeding” (“excès de vitesse,” Passeron
1987) and other symbolic shows of strength. (6)
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6. Bourdieu, speaking on this subject in his lectures at the Collège de France, stated, “One of the
challenges of the symbolic struggles that I am discussing today is to manipulate the principles of
vision and division, to play with the categories of perception of the social world. To say that some-
thing is post-, ante-, neo-, or paleo (…) is, in reality, to constitute in a certain manner, and this
act of constitution, in the traditional and judicial philosophical sense, will have the force, the
weight of the authority of the constituant act (…). In my opinion, people who can say ‘post’ or
‘ante’ are not sociologists” (Bourdieu 2016: loc1734).
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